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CLIMATE AND HISTORY 

BY A. T. OLMSTEAD, 
University of Missouri, Columbia 

HERE is no science which has added more to  the proper understand- 
ing of history than geography, and no influences have been more 

emphasized than those which we may call geographical, taking this to mean 
all those influences exerted on man by his material environment. And the 
historian has gladly welcomed these new ideas though he has often had to 
qnalify or minimize the extent of the effects claimed. Historical geo- 
graphy is no longer, as in the days of Freeman, a question primarily of 
the advance or retreat of certain red or  blue lines OD the flat, table-like sur- 
face of the map. We have learned that the only map worthy of the name 
is the contour one, that the lay of the country conditions the lines of de- 
velopment, that many details of history can be understood only by refer- 
ence to some definite fact of geography, and that the country has a definite 
and permanent effect on the inhabitants. But the historian has also 
learned that we are frequently to use the word ‘may’ rather than ‘must,’ 
for there is much which cannot be explained in ternis of geography and we 
must beware of ascribing to material influences those facts which are to be 
understood-and they are the most important to the historian-in terms of 
mind. And even then we cannot be sure that certain results follow certain 
physical causes unless we can prove that these circumstances actually had 
the opportunity to exert themselves on the race a sufficiently long time to 
produce such results. This last becomes at once evident when we remem- 
ber that very few races, if any, are native to the country they now occupy, 
and that all nationalities today are badly mixed, being composed of the 
most diverse elements. 

As one of these geographic influences, climate has not been neglected 
by the historian. It has long been recognized that it has important effects 
upon the inhabitants, b u t  also that the most important effects result only 
when those inhabitants have long occupied the country. Egypt affords an 
excellent example of the valuc of climatic study in this connection and al- 
so of its dangers if not used in the light of history. Here we have a hot, 
dry climate where the main dependence for the crops is not on the rains 
but on the rise of the Nile. This rise, regular as the seasons, the compara- 
tively small change in temperature among the seasons themselves, the al- 
most complete absence of rainfall, taken in connection with the fertility of 
the soil and the small number of staple crops, has produced a condition of 
affairs in which all that is demanded is a steady carrying out of a routine 
which never changes and requires rather brawn than brain. This we find 
admirably reflected in the character of the peasantry, now, as in  antiquit!, 
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interested only in the securing of enough food to  live and to marry u p ~  
But this did not seriously modify the character of the ruling class for, 
from pre dynastic times, they have always been foreigners. Accordingly, 
their character has always been that formed in other countries. Only one 
effect should be noted. Just  because they did not adjust themselves to the 
climate, they became enervated and finally were killed off. In other words, 
the climate had only a negative effect on the men who have made Egyptian 
culture worthy of our study. *4nd, since history means evolution, the un- 
changing peasantry, who show most strikingly the effect of climate, need 
be mentioned once only by the historian, after which their existence may 
be assumed for the further historical relation. 

Closely similar conditions hold good in Assyria and Babylonia but 
certain complications make discussion inexpedient here. In Syria and 
Palestine, on the other hand, the most striking climatic fact is the great 
difference to be found in so short a journey as to make it difficult t o  as- 
sume that any people or segment of people, be it never so small, was under 
the influence of any single type of climate. Perhaps such influence is best 
seen in the Jordan and Dead Sea depressions where the intense heat, 
joined to great humidity and atmospheric pressure, has always conduced to 
lowered vitality and lowered morality. Because of this, the valley has 
rarely been cultivated to its limit, in spite of its fertility. The Philistine 
plain has had all the advantages without the disadvantages of the Jordan 
valley, a good soil with warm but healthy climate. Here have always been 
the greatest cities, made so almost as much by the rich agricultural section 
back of them as by their position on the greatest trade route of the ancient 
oriental world. The more temperate climate of the hill country of Judah 
has assisted in producing the brave and warlike Hebrews. But it is equal- 
ly to the point to notice that the Philistines were even more warlike, for 
here the climate had to give way t6 the character already formed at the 
time the Philistines conquered the land. And one must always wonder 
just how much of the character of the real Hebrews, that is to say, of the 
conquering tribes as distinguished from the conquered and assimilated 
Canaanites, was formed in the land of Palestine and how much is to be 
rather referred to their earlier desert homes. At any rate, the influence of 
the desekt is felt in Palestine even where its dry bracing air does not 
actually affect its climate. 

Such are a few illustrations, taken from the Nearer East, as to the in- 
fluence of climate on a people. But it should be noted that these are in- 
fluences on the general character of the inhabitants, slow in their opera- 
tion, and, aside from purely negative results, not affecting the conquering 
races; in other words, the historian has not hitherto found it necessary to 
introduce climatic change into the main current of his history. But a new 
theory, popularized by Professor Huntington in his work, Palestine and 
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its Transformation, has gone much farther in asserting that the most im- 
portant movements of history have been caused primarily by climatic 
changes. So revolutionary a theory demands that we test it as rigidly as 
possible. Professor Huntington is at home in Western Asia and has there- 
fore atiempted to explain certain portions of its history in terns of cli- 
matic changes. As one who has devoted his life to the study of the history 
of Western Asia in antiquity and who has had exceptional opportunities 
for  a detailed survey of the countries through the G80rnell expeditions, the 
present writer may perhaps be permitted to test these theories by the his- 
torical facts as certified by the latest historical criticism. 

Leaving out of consideration the question as to whether the theory 
does not attempt to explain by climate facts better explained by other geo- 
graphical causes, let us see how the facts of history fit it. First of all, we 
must remember that cultural conditions are today, in m n y  parts of West- 
ern Asia, much below those obtaining in antiquity. It is a commonplace 
that protection is the Erst function of government. This is not given in 
many parts of the Turkey of today, in spite of great advances made in the 
last half century. Then the soil of the plain of Esdraelon and of the 
Hauran was as rich as it istoday. Yet then they were almost entirely un- 
cultivated while now Esdraelon is a garden spot and the Hauran is the 
granary of the Turkish Empire from which trains carry loads of g a i n  on- 
ly equalled by those borne to the sea coast by caravans of camels. With the 
advance of Turkish occupation along the borders of the desert, towns have 
sprung up which remind us of the boom towns of our frontier. There is 
no more water in the wells of Beersheba than there was a few years ago 
when Bedawin with their flocks occupied the site. But the Turkish govern- 
ment has afforded a fair degree of protection and Beersheba is in a fair 
way to rival its somewhat overestimated past. 

In all this discussion, there is one fundamental fallacy, the belief 
that Palestine and its surrounding countries were in antiquity rich soiled, 
that this soil has much degenerated, that this degeneration is due to clim- 
ate, and that the soil today is worked to anything like its full cababilities. 
To consider the last point first, it is obvious to any observer that these 
lands are today badly cultivated. The Philistine plain, for example, is 
cultivated with as little skill as the most backward American farm. 
From what we know of ancient agriculture, it is further obvious that it 
was then possible to  apply better methods than are used now. The crops 
always raised have been just those which most exhaust the soil and the 
peasant has not realized the need of using fertilizers, green or animal, and 
of rotating crops. This in itself would gadually reduce the yield its we 
are already learning even in virgin America. Egypt is the only country 
where really modern methods of cultivation have been introduced. Though 
ill antiquity they used the best known, it had, as we learn from Diodorlls, 
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who probably had access to the official census taken under Augustus, but 
five million inhabitants. Now it supports more than twice as many. In 
all probability, modern methods applied to other parts of our area would 
give similar results. The small yield then is no argument for a change of 
climate. 

Again, the population of Western Asia in antiquity has been sadly 
overestimated as has its fertility. Palestine of the ancients was a ‘land of 
milk and honey’ only to nomads from the desert. It still gives that im- 
pression to one who comes from the steppe. But it is a different matter 
corning from the more fertile lands, even of the Near East. 

Fortunately, we are in a position to estimate with some degree of ac- 
curacy how much of the land was actually under cultivation in some parts 
of our area during ancient times. This we may do by noting the location 
of the mounds representing the sites of ancient cities, for regions without 
settlements were hardly cultivated. A striking example is to be seen in 
northern Mesopotamia, the region south of Mardin and Nisibis. At the 
point where each small stream debouches from the hills to the north, we 
find H mound.. As these streams come together into the Jaghjagha, the 
line of mounds narrows until, when that stream. flows into the IChabur, 
it simply follows the river, the mounds being rarely a mile away. The re- 
mainder is merely steppe, luxuriant ,when it raim, burned up the rest of 
the year. And there are no mounds to indicate ancient cultivation. I n  
other words, the limit of land which could be cultivated was not that of 
rainfall but of irrigation. These streams still have plenty of water, even 
in the dry season, but they are now useless for there is no protection 
against Kurds and Arabs and even the large and well armed caravan must 
cross with caution. A score of years ago, before the Armenian massacres, 
many were occupied. The inhabitants were killed and now they are de- 
serted, not from change of climate, but for lack of protection. 

And i t  is not only here that we have evidence that there is still water 
enough to cultivate the fields cultivat.ed in antiquity and that only a small 
part was so cultivated. The country between Assyria and Babylonia is as 
well occupied now as in antiquity, if we are to judge from the absence of 
mounds in the regions now uninhabited. Cities grew up a t  the point where 
the streams debouched from the hills for here the water could be used in 
the irrigation ditches as it is used today. Further down, the steep 
banks of the Tig is  not only made the waters of the river itself unavail- 
able but also from the tributaries, which had to cut down to it. The 
east bank of thc Tigris is indeed covered in spring with luxuriant grass 
but the lack of mounds shows that i t  was as little cultivated in antiquity 
as now. The ancient mounds are in almost every case represented by 
towns today and their size is even now, in spite of the lack of adequate 
protection, almost as great as we can postulate for the ones which formed 
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the mounds. Bere, too, rainfall, then as nou; had to be snpplementd by 
irrigation. 

The Xegeb, the region south of Judah, has played a large part in re- 
cent discussion, and indeed a theory has developed that here in antiquity 
was an important kingdom bearing the same name as Egypt and to which 
are to be referred many notices hitherto attributed to that country. At 
first sight, the remains seem to indicate that such a theory may be true 
and that there has been a change of climate for the worse. But a brief 
perusal of the Biblical stories dealing with this region. will show that it 
then had the same nomadic population as it has today, or rather, as it had 
before effective Turkish occupation of the northern portion. Archaeology 
confirms this, for the complete absence of any mound worthy of the name 
and the even more complete absence of pottery rrhich can be dated from 
before the Roman conquest shows that there was no settled population be- 
fore this time. That under the Roman rule, when a camp was actually es- 
tablished in its center, it was fairly well settled, simply is the result of 
adeqiiate protection and not of change of climate. That this is so is 
shown by the already mentioned new development of Beersheba. I n  spite 
of the extremely crude methods of the Bedawin, grain is now grown in 
fairly large quantities and, what is worthy of notice, without irrigation. It 
is true that there is not much flowing water but there are about a dozen 
fine springs, some flowing a considerable distance, and thc way in which 
spririgs and wells are mentioned in the Old Testament shows that in anil- 
quity they were the only reliance. Further, in every stream bed, sweet 
water can be found by a half hour’s digging, even though no water may 
flow in these beds above ground save after a sudden freshet. There was no 
river here in antiquity for the word translated as ‘river’ in the River of 
Egypt actually means only a dry stream bed. Nor should we forget that 
these towns grew up, not primarily because of an agricultural country about 
them, but because they were stations on important trade routes. They 
need not have secured, and probably did not secure their food supplies en- 
tirely from the surrounding regions. The most of them were in all prob- 
ability little larger than the present day Beersheba, and proper protection 
will probably give rise to such towns at Aujeh and other ruined sites 
where Turkish garrisons may be stationed. 

Xuch has been made of the fact that armies crossed the desert and 
especially that part of it which lies along the great trade route from E a p t  
to Asia Minor and the Assyrian regions. It has been argued that O ~ Y  

under conditions radically different from those obtaining today could 
armies have crossed the desert in comfort. Fortunately, we have all the 
data needed to criticise this view. the difficulty has 
been much exaggerated. Our party actually walked over a good share of 
this route and we found the ground covered with flowers. Of course, this 

On the one hand, 
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was in January, that is, the best season of the year, but the many branch- 
ing lines of camel tracks showed that it va well utilized, even now when 
its main reason for  existence has been taken away by the use of steam 
transportation for traffic between Palestine and Egypt. In fact, looking 
at the evidence of history, we might almost argue that it was more diffi- 
cult in antiquity than now. Esarhaddon, the Assyrian who conquered 
Egypt, was forced, he tells us, to carry water in buckets through the 
desert and he expressly informs us that there was no river there. 
When the Persians under Cambyses invaded Egypt, they found that it 
was, to quote the words of Rerodotus, “a dry ditsert without a drop of 
water,” and they could pass it only by arranging with the king of the 
Arabs to  send there all his camels loaded with water skins. And all the 
later accounts of the armies which crossed this desert tell the same story. 

In the lack of definite topographical knowledge, the earlier Assyriolo- 
gists assumed that Assyrian armies frequently crossed the main Arabian 
desert, and that caravans likewise did so. Rut we now know that they 
never did and that the only one which actually went into the desert at 
all, that of Ashur bani apal, merely crossed the extreme northern end of 
the Syrian desert. And eTen this was an extraordinary expedition for the 
Assyrian scribes constantly speak of the ‘Land of thirst and hunger’ and 
of the lack of water. On other occasions, the Assyrian armies can be 
traced marching north-west to  the extreme north of Syria and then turn- 
ing south again. Had there been any sort of a route across the desert, 
this round about way mould not have been taken. 

We have not the space to further test by historical facts the theory 
that the Arabian desert with its surrounding lands more occupied, 
more fertile, and easier of access than it is at the present day. Further 
examples would only prove that it was not well grounded. And this 
brings us to our conclusion as regards the question of the relation of 
climate to history. That climate, working through the ages, has a highly 
important effect on the permanent population of a country is admitted by 
every historian. That it has effects, mostly negative, on the transient 
population has also been seen. At present, the theory of a more immedi- 
ate influence on the details of history seems to be bound up with the theory 
of cyclic climate changes and we have seen that the facts of history tend 
to disprove this. Accordingly, the historian is not justified in utilizing 
climate for more than the study of the background For 
influence on particular events, there are many geographical facts of far 
more significance. 

of his history. 
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